Socialization and Male Victims of Sexual Assault
by Gina Bogin

Little girls are made of sugar and spice and everything nice,
Snips and snails and puppy dog tails and such are little boys made of.
Robert Southey (Bartlett, 1945, p. 322),

Abstract

This paper will explore how a male victim’s
experience of a sexual assanlt is impacted by soci-
ety’s construction of gender roles. Specifically, how
cultural expectations of manliness or “machismo™
and homophobia impact the meaning of sexual
assault for male victims will be explored. How do
the victim's construction of the meaning of the
assault and societal views on the assault contribute
to the type of services available and the utilization
of these services by the victims? When victims
access services, how do the attitudes of police, hos-
pital personnel, therapists, friends and families
from whom they seek support impact their recov-
ery? Are there differences in the therapeutic needs
of a male victim from a female victim? Clinically,
how can we help a male victim work through issues
that result from the assauli? And finally, what types
of education and programs might be helpful to
improve the services available to a male victim of
sexual assault?

Societal Values and Myths

People have values and beliefs that determine the
context in which they form opinions and make
judgments about their own life experiences and
about the experiences of those with whom they
interact. Whether they are accepting and supportive
of another or destructive and uncaring is based on
their personal and societal values and beliefs and
the scripts they write based on these values and
beliefs. Scripts “are necessarily learned, the product
of experience ... Research with adults has demon-
strated that the event schemas individuals bring to a
situation influence their interpretation of new expe-
riences, their understanding of stories and ability to
carry on discourse, and enable them to form plans
and make inferences and predictions” (Nelson,
1985, pp. 15-16).

Since the implicit messages impact the way one
experiences events, society must be careful about
promoting myths about male victims of sexual
assault. These myths include the idea that male rape
does not happen, or that it only happens to homo-
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sexual men, that men enjoy it, that men are strong
enough to prevent sexual assault and that men
would not physically respond if they really were
raped. When such myths are promoted, they impact
the experience of male sexual assault because, as a
function of the environment, the myths help orga-
nize the self. “We instinctively process our experi-
ences in such a way that they appear to belong to
some kind of unigue subjective organization that we
commonly call the sense of self ... [Tlhe sense of
self stands as an important subjective reality ... How
we experience ourselves in relation to others pro-
vides a basic organizing perspective for all interper-
sonal events” (Stern, 1983, pp. 5-6). Images are not
shaped in isolation, but in the intersubjective space
of social exchange. Incorporating the stereotypic
male into the self may socialize male victims of
sexual assault 10 remain silent about their assault.
This silence is the result of the stigma of reporting
male sexual assault derived from fears related to
societal messages regarding homophobia and
machismo {Gartner, 1999). Silence, combined with
the lack of services for men, makes one suspect that
many men struggle alone with the raumatic after-
math of sexual assault. In order to facilitate the
healing of the pain caused by the misunderstanding
and isolation of male victims of sexual assanlt, the
silence needs to be broken and light needs to be
shed on the issue of male rape. Until that occurs,
societal stereotypes of men and the denial of male
rape will continue to support the suffering of thou-
sands in a deafening silence,

Promoting Myths about Men

Societal stereotypes are communicated to chil-
dren from birth. We wrap boys in blue blankets and
decorate their rooms with fire trucks, astronauts and
sports. We wrap girls in pink blankets and put bal-
lerinas, pink hearts and dolls on their walls. It
appears that infants, through their implicit memory,
learn these subtle messages. “Overall, evidence
exists to support the hypothesis that human infants
are equipped with a functional memory system at
birth, and one that is more capable of implicit learn-
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